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INTRODUCTION

■ BEFORE: 1310-12 S. 16th St. in 1979. ■ AFTER: 1310-12 S. 16th St. in 1994.
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■ Preceding page: A detail of the Schlitz Brewery, 1700 block of 
North Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. Drive.

This book is intended to assist property owners to 
properly rehabilitate the exteriors of older commercial 
buildings in Milwaukee. It includes information on 
the designs, materials and construction methods that 
are needed to undertake a successful rehabilitation 
today. A successful rehabilitation is one in which the 
distinctive original exterior features of your building 
are treated appropriately. The intent is not to require 
complete restoration, but rather to ensure that as a 
building is repaired and updated the original character 
is not obscured by unsympathetic alterations. Too 
often the history of an older commercial building 
unfolds as a scries of well-intentioned but hapless 
remodelings and insensitive “modernizations" that 
have gradually eroded the visual appeal and intrinsic 
value of the structure. Milwaukee has lost almost as 
much of its valuable architectural heritage to bad 
remodelings as it has to demolition.

Today, intact historic architectural character is a 
marketable asset in Milwaukee’s older neighborhoods. 
In fact, many people will pay more for a well-main­
tained older commercial structure that has retained its 
original exterior features than they will fora “modern­
ized" older building that has a tacky modern store­
front and has been stripped of its cornices, ornate trim, 
and original storefront. This book is conceived as a 
guide to help you make well-informed design deci­
sions in the hope that the architectural integrity and 
old world craftsmanship of Milwaukee’s older com­
mercial buildings will no longer be needlessly lost in 
the name of improvement. I

This handsome turn-of-the-century commercial building has lost its architectural character 
as a result of a series of insensitive alterations.
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GETTING STARTED

OLD IS NOT BAD

■ Preceding page: 2036 N. Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. Drive

When planning the work, it is 
important to keep the following 
points in mind.

1. You can make your building 
attractive to tenants and customers 
and safe, convenient and energy effi­
cient without eliminating what is old 
and valuable. For example, old store­
fronts can be made energy efficient 
without necessarily changing their 
appearance from the exterior.

3. Try to think of your old building as a single 
unit with no removable parts. Every change you 
make to the original appearance chips away at its

integrity. The cumulative effect of lots of small 
changes, such as blocking down original window 
openings in the storefront or on the second story to 
accept smaller, stock-sized windows is a loss of 
character, and, in today’s real estate market, often a 
loss of resale value and curb appeal for potential 
tenants and customers.

2. Although you can express your 
personal taste on the interior of your 
building, you should resist the 
temptation to permanently alter the 
stylistic character of the exterior of 
your structure to reflect a passing 
architectural trend by, for example, 
trying to make your Victorian build­
ing look “Colonial” on the outside 
by installing a fake Georgian door 
and multipaned display windows 
with snap-in grids. Remember, 
commercial tenants come and com­
mercial tenants go. An image creat­
ed for one business by modifying a 
facade may not suit another business. Traditional 
exteriors were designed to be neutral enough to suit 
many businesses.

■ 2601 W. State Street as it looked shortly after it was built in 1 «98. (Photo: Collection of 
Ray lohnson)

A commercial area’s traditional buildings are among 
/1 its most valuable assets. Their facades provide an 
/ 1 opportunity to create an inviting, attractive envi­
ronment, while the buildings themselves provide 
space to accommodate a variety of uses. The purpose 
of this book is to provide guidance on how to go about 
making facade improvements to older buildings that 
will build upon a building’s inherent strengths while 
accommodating modem usage.

One of our goals in writing this book is to show 
you that you can rehabilitate your old commercial 
building in a way that will bring out its best features 
without costing a fortune. We want you to know that 
the craftsmanship and unique features commonly 
found on older building are intrinsically valuable and 
worth keeping. The fact is that the craftsmanship, 
materials and design features of days gone by can sel­
dom be matched today and to destroy such features is 
to throw away part of the value of your old building.

The original style of your building also con­
tributes to the value and aesthetic appeal of your entire 
neighborhood and for this reason it should be preserved 
as a neighborly gesture for the benefit of all. By carefully 
maintaining your buildings remaining historic features 
and, perhaps, restoring things that have been lost or 
have deteriorated, you will be preserving and enhancing 
its value for years to come. You may also be saving your­
self a great deal of money, since it often costs just as 
much or more money to do an inappropriate remodeling 
as it does to do a sensitive rehabilitation.
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